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Goldling's "Lordl 

of the Fb es"' 
BY DAVID SPITZ 

N o one, it is commonly believed, can 
know a book as well as the man who wrote it. This belief is generally 
warranted, but there are exceptions-some real, some imaginary, and 
some real precisely because, in some respects at least, the imaginary dis- 
closes the real. It is largely to this category that (I hope) my interpretation 
of Golding's celebrated fable belongs. 

I will not claim that my interpretation is wholly novel; it is so primarily 
with respect to the major theme I extract from it, and but slightly so with 
respect to its parts.* Nor, for two reasons, will I admit that I am thereby 

* For the conventional if somewhat diverse interpretations, see 1. R. Baker, William 
Golding: A Critical Study (r965); B. F. Dick, William Golding (1967); Mark Kinkead- 
Weekes and Ian Gregor, William Golding: A Critical Study (London, z967)-by far the 
most illuminating; B. S. Oldsey and Stanley Weintraub, The Art of William Golding 
(New York, z965); and the useful collection of essays in J. R. Baker and A. P. Ziegler, 
Jr. (eds.), Casebook Edition of William Golding's "Lord of the Flies" (New York, z964). 
Leighton Hodson, William Golding (z969), contains a detailed bibliography. 21 
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guilty of undue license. First, Golding has himself recognized that his book, 
once published, has a life and an identity of its own. "May it not be," he 
has written, 

that at the very moments when I felt the fable to come to its own life 
before me it may in fact have become something more valuable. ... 
For I have shifted somewhat from the position I held when I wrote 
the book. I no longer believe that the author has a sort of patria 
potestas over his brainchildren. Once they are printed they have reached 
their majority and the author has no more authority over them, knows 
no more about them, perhaps knows less about them than the critic 
who comes fresh to them, and sees them not as the author hoped they 
would be, but as they are. [The Hot Gates p. soo.] 

Second, the interpretation I shall offer here does violence neither to the 
author's intent nor to his avowed teaching; it merely extends them to a 
related but somewhat different, and I think no less important, problem 
than that which explicitly engaged Golding in Lord of the Flies. 

I n a statement to the American publishers of his book, 
Golding described the theme of Lord of the Flies as 

an attempt to trace the defects of society back to the defects of human 
nature. The moral is that the shape of a society must depend on the 
ethical nature of the individual and not on any poilitical system however 
apparently logical or respectable. [Lord of the Flies, pp. 250-25I.] 

In a lecture to American students some years later he restated the over- 
all intention of the work as follows: 

Before the Second World War I believed in the perfectibility of social 
man; that a correct structure of society would produce goodwill; and 
that therefore you could remove all social ills by a reorganization of 
society. It is possible that today I believe something of the same again; 
but after the war I did not because I was unable to. I had discovered 
what one man could do to another. I am not talking of one man tilling 
another wth a gun, or dropping a bomb on him or blouwng him up 
or torpedoing him. I am thinking of the vileness beyond all words that 
went on, year after year, in the totalitarian states. It is bad enough to 
say that so many Jews were exterminated in this way and that, so 
many people liquidated-lovely, elegant word-but there were things 
done during that period from which I still have to avert my mind lest 
I should be physically sick. They were not done by the head-hunters 
of New Guinea, or by some primitive tribe in the Amazon. They were 
done, skilfully, coldly, by educated men, doctors, lawyers, by men wfith 
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a tradition of civilization behind them, to beings of their own kind.... 
I must say that anyone who moved through those years without under- 
standing that man produces evil as a bee produces honey, must have 
been blind or uwrong in the head . . . I believed then, that man wuas 
sick-not exceptional man, but average man. I believed that the con- 
diton of man was to be a moradly diseased creation and that the best 
job I could do at the time was to trace the connecion between his 
diseased nature and the international mess he gets himself into. [The 
Hot Gates, pp. 85-86.] 

To realize his purpose Golding patterned his book after a nineteenth 
century work on a related theme, R. M. Ballantyne's The Coral Island, 
whose three characters carried the same names as some of the protagonists 
in Lord of the Flies.M In this way, he thought, he could show that little 
had changed though much had changed in that century.** He chose British 
schoolboys because, as he said, he knew them best-he had himself been a 
schoolmaster for many years-and because they were the stuff of which Brit- 
ish gentlemen were made; hence it was to be expected that they would know 
how to conduct themselves. As Jack said: "We're not savages. We're Eng- 
lish; and the English are best at everything. So we've got to do the right 
things." 

He removed them from civil society and isolated them on a remote 
island, an earthly paradise, beautiful and with an abundance of food, 
water, and the materials for shelter. He kept them below the age of 
overt sex, for he wished to exclude this issue as a causal factor. He excluded 
too private property and the struggle for survival-neither work nor robbery 
was essential for existence-and hence avoided the controversy that engaged 
Diihring and Engels over the Robinson Crusoe story: whether political 
power (force) or economic power (exploitation) should be given the higher 
priority. Along with Freud and Marx and Darwin, he banished Caesar; 
for there was no danger of external aggression and hence no need for 
an army. Finally, there were no classes, no divisions, no inequalities based 
on previous status; except for Jack, who initially appears as the head of 
a group of uniformed choirboys, a relationship and a dress that are quickly 
terminated, the only significant sign of difference is that of age. 

* The parallels and contrasts between these two works are analyzed in Carl Niemeyer, 
"The Coral Island Revisited," College English, XXII (1961), 577-592; see also Frank 
Kermode, "The Novels of William Golding," International Literary Annual, IlI (zq6I), 
15-29. Both essays are reprinted in abbreviated form in Baker and Ziegler, op. cit., 
pp. 203-206, 217-223. 

"*How much had changed is strikingly suggested by the closing paragraphs of Golding's 
book. The naive and immaculately attired naval officer, though astonished by the ragged 
and filthy boys and by the news that two of them had actually been killed while "having 
a war, nonetheless responds to the mere fact of their survival by saying: "lolly good 
show. Like the Coral Island." To which Ralph can only reply by looking at him dumbly, 
uncomprehendingly, and collapsing into tears. 

Power 
and 
Authority: 
An 
Interpretation 
of 
Golding's 
"Lord 
of 
the 
Flies" 

23 
The 
Antioch 
Review 

This content downloaded from 198.236.27.200 on Thu, 19 Dec 2013 13:31:04 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Everything, then, was there for a calm and peaceful and contented 
life. It was a veritable utopia: "Here at last was the imagined but never 
fully realized place leaping into real life." It was, if you will, a state of 
nature inhabited by free and equal individuals. If anything were to go 
wrong, as it tragically did, it could only come, then, from within; the only 
enemy of man was himself. 

Golding's magnificent evocation of this world, and of its destruction, 
constitutes his story, which is too familiar to require retelling here. That it 
is a literary triumph, that it is politics through literature, no one doubts. 
I wish now to suggest that it is also a direct and incisive work in political 
theory. 

O_)ne of the many questions that has plagued political 
thinkers throughout the ages is the question of the legitimacy of power. In 
every society known to man, some men exercise power over others. Some 
issue commands that others are expected to obey. But when we look at 
those who command, it is not immediately evident that they and not some 
others should occupy the seats of power. They are not all wiser or better, 
more intelligent or more informed, richer or stronger, than the rest of us. 
Why then should they stand at the top, rather than kneel at the base, of 
the ever-existing pyramids of power? What makes this right? What makes 
their retention and exercise of power legitimate? 

The quest for this principle of legitimacy is the quest for authority. We 
obey the policeman, or the tax collector, or the sanitation inspector, not be- 
cause he has persuaded us of his superior wealth or might or intelligence, 
but because we recognize his authority. His power is a function of his 
authority, not the reverse. Hence we need, and have long sought for, a 
principle other than power that will make power right. 

It is a commonplace that this quest has yielded a plenitude of answers. 
Authority, it has been said, comes from God; so proclaimed the prophet 
Samuel when he anointed Saul king of the ancient Hebrews. Authority 
comes from reason; so said Socrates when he insisted that philosophers 
ought rightfully to be kings, or at the very least counselors to kings. 
Authority comes from consent; so said Hobbes and Locke and Rouseau and 
the fathers of the American Republic. Authority comes from might; so 
said, and still say, the victors in every war. Which of these, not to speak of 
other claims, shall we heed? Which is right? How shall we know? 

This is the political problem squarely confronted in Lord of the Flies. 
Consequently it is as representatives or symbols of these diverse responses 
to the question of authority that I would respond to Golding's leading per- 
sonages. And it is as a considered answer to this question that I would 
interpret and apply the moral of his fable. 
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S imon, it is clear, is the Christ-figure, the voice of reve- 
lation. He is "queer" but "always about." He sees the bushes as candles, 
unlike Ralph who thiinks "they just look like candles," or Jack the mater- 
ialist who dismisses them because they can't be eaten. He was one of the 
original choirboys, like Peter a member of a group of believers (or apparent 
believers) and then a defector. He goes into the jungle to pray, to build 
a church; "he knelt down and the arrow of the sun fell on him." He alone 
speaks to the beast, the Lord of the flies, and learns that the beast is not 
something outside of man but is an actual part of man, always close to 
man, and hence not something to be killed or run away from. Indeed, he 
had been the first to anticipate this: "Maybe there is a beast. . . . Maybe 
it's only us." He alone does not fear the false god, the messenger from 
heaven, the slain airman-a metaphor for history-who is dead but won't 
lie down. Ralph and Jack see him but turn and run away before discovering 
his true identity. Simon sees him and understands; he knows that "the 
beast was harmless and horrible; and the news must reach the others as soon 
as possible." Like Moses, then, he comes down from the mountain bearing 
the truth-which in Simon's case is that the beast is Man himself, the 
boys' (and man's) own natures. But when he comes out of the darkness, 
bringing the truth, he is not heard-for what ordinary man can live with 
so terrible an understanding? Like Jesus, he is killed, even though, again 
like Jesus, he had foreknowledge of his death. "Then the clouds opened 
and let down the rain like a waterfall." The heavens wept. And with his 
death the truth he carried died too; for then the parachute-borne figure on 
the mountain rose and spun and fell into the deep waters. And on the beach: 

The water rose further and dressed Simon's coarse hair with bright- 
ness. The line of his cheek silvered and the turn of his shoulder be- 
came sculptured marble. . . . Softly, surrounded by a fringe of in- 
quisitive bright creatures, itself a silver shape beneath the steadfast 
constellations, Simon's dead body moved out towards the open sea.* 

Thus men, Christian men, even-as Dostoevsky's Grand Inquisitor 
would have understood-those who had once worn priest-like robes, re- 
ject the authority and the truth of revelation. They dance and chant 
and kill; they revel in their passionate joys; they exercise power; but they 
do not heed the voice of God. 

** On Simon as a Christ-figure, see Golding's own comments in The Hot Gates, pp. 97-98, 
and in interviews with James Keating and Frank Kermode, reprinted in Baker and 
Ziegler, op. cit., pp. 192 and '9; see further, for a detailed analysis, D. R. Spengler, 
"Simon," ibid., pp. 211-215. 
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iggy I take to be Socrates, the voice of reason. Like Soc- 
rates, he is ugly, fat, and-to men unappreciative of reason-a bore, with 
a disinclination for manual labor. He is the "outsider." He alone shows 
marks of intelligence; he can think; he has brains. He not only thinks; 
he knows himself as well as other men. "I done some thinking. I know 
about people. I know about me. And him." When he wears his spectacles 
he can see; he is like Plato's philosopher who has emerged from the 
cave. Those same spectacles not only shed light; they make possible the 
lighting of the fire which is meant to be seen. And when he is deprived 
of those spectacles, he loses his rationality too. He has a sense of what is 
required for society. He calls for order and justice-"put first things first 
and act proper"-and appeals to what is right. Though Ralph discovers 
the conch, it is Piggy who understands its significance as a symbol of 
legitimacy, an instrument of reason and order. It is Piggy who advises 
Ralph to call meetings so that names may initially be collected and rational 
alternatives and policies emerge. Like Socrates in the Phaedo seeking to 
remove the child-like fears of Simmias and Cebes, it is Piggy who reminds 
the others not to act like children but to behave like grown-ups. Above all, 
it is he who recognizes that there is no beast and no fear-"unless we get 
frightened of people." All in all, he is indeed "the true, wise friend." 

But Piggy too is killed, and with his death all sense, all reason is gone; 
the ultimate in madness sets in. Authority must be found elsewhere, for 
men accept reason no more than they do revelation. 

R alph is democratic man, the symbol of consent. "'Tere 
was a mildness about his mouth and eyes that proclaimed no devil." He was 
"set apart" not by virtue or intelligence or other sign of personal superi- 
ority-though he may well have been the tallest and strongest of the 
boys-but by the fact that it was he who had blown and possessed the conch, 
who had exercised the symbol of legitimacy. Chosen chief by an election, 
he sought always to maintain parliamentary procedures, to respect freedom 
of speech, to rule through persuasion, with the consent of the governed. 
He was not an intellectual, but he "could recognize thought in another." 
He could gain understanding from Piggy and had "the directness of genuine 
leadership," as he demonstrated when he consoled and (temporarily) won 
over the opposition candidate by naming him second-in-command, by put- 
ting him in charge of the hunters. 

But Ralph too is rejected. The boys secede from his rule; they destroy 
the conch; and ultimately, their passions inflamed, they seek even to put 
him to death. Thus consent, like reason and revelation, is abandoned as 
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a principle of authority. The "three blind mice" having been shunted 
aside, what finally is left is force, naked power. [It has been suggested that 
Ralph's response, "I am," to the query put by the naval officer, "Who's 
boss here?" is a reaffirmation of his leadership, of his control (William 
Wasserstrom, "Reason and Reverence in Art and Science," Literature and 
Psychology, XII (1962), 3). I believe this reading to be mistaken. In the 
first place, Ralph's statement is untrue. He had never, to be sure, sur- 
rendered his title as chief, had never recognized the legitimacy of Jack's 
rule. But in fact Jack did rule; it was he and not Ralph who controlled 
the boys, who was boss. Secondly, if Ralph were to re-emerge as chief, it 
could only be within a new order, or the restoration of the old system of 
order, brought about by the imposition of adult authority; but that authority, 
in the person of the naval officer, was simply a greater force.] 

J ack then, is authoritarian man. Like Hitler and Musso- 
lini, he came out of an authoritarian tradition; himself a Satanic figure 
with his red hair and black cape, he was also the leader of a black-capped 
and black-cloaked gang that marched in step-"something dark [that] 
was fumbling along"-and followed orders. His "was the voice of one 
who knew his own mind," and when it was suggested that there ought to 
be a chief he immediately and arrogantly demanded that position for him- 
self. Defeated in an election, he took command of the hunters, the forces 
of naked power. "We'll have rules!" he cried excitedly. "Lots of rules! 
Then when anyone breaks 'em -" But his desire for many controls did 
not of course extend to controls he disliked, to those over himself. Then 
he rejected the rules and claimed the right to decide for himself. To Ralph's 
plea that he had been chosen chief, Jack replied: "Why should choosing 
make any difference? Just giving orders that don't make any sense- . . . 
Bollocks to the rules! We're strong-we hunt! If there's a beast, we'll hunt 
it down! We'll close in and beat and beat and beat-!" He was contemptu- 
ous of the masses, dismissing the little ones as "useless." "It's time some 
people knew they've got to keep quiet and leave deciding things to the 
rest of us " Madness came often into his eyes, and when as hunter and 
warrior he again cloaked himself, this time behind a mask of paint, he 
lost all inhibitions; "he was safe from shame or self-consciousness"; he 
gave full vent to his passions. The conch, as Piggy said, was "the one thing 
he hasn't got"; and when he sought to assert his leadership through its use 
he blew it "inexpertly" and then, finding that he could not have his way, 
set it aside "at his feet." Eventually it was shattered by his henchman 
into a thousand fragments. 

Yet he prevailed. "Power lay in the brown swell of his forearms: 
authority sat on his shoulder and chattered in his ear like an ape." 
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V and what, then, is the Lord of the flies? 
He is Beelzebub-a Greek transliteration of the Hebrew Ba'al Zevuv, 

which means Lord of the flies; or, as it is rendered in some New Testament 
texts, Beelzebul, which means Lord of dung, or Lord of a fly-ridden dung 
heap. As such, he is the personification of evil. He is the beast that is part 
of man. Having rejected God, man can look only to himself. Having re- 
jected reason and consent, what remains within himself is only savagery 
and force. The boys are the flies and the beast, the evil, the senseless passion 
that is in man; in each and every man-in Jack, in Roger, even (under spe- 
cial circumstances) in Ralph and Piggy, even in you and me-is the Lord. 

This is possible because the boys live in the dark. In the light they 
would be ashamed; and he who has common sense, who-like Ralph- 
would live in the light, is an outcast. [The conflict between light and dark 
is a theme that seems to have absorbed Golding almost to the point of 
obsession. Recalling his youthful days, for example, he speaks of the moment 
when he realized that the dead in the neighboring graveyard lay with 
their heads under his wall, their bodies under his lawn. "The lawn, almost 
the only uncontaminated place in that ancient neighborhood, had been 
sunny and innocent until my deliberate exercise of logic had invited the 
enemy in. Who was that enemy? I cannot tell. He came with darkness 
and he reduced me to a shuddering terror that was incurable because 
it was indescribable." (The Hot Gates, pp. I73-174.) But to Golding the 
child, as to Piggy, the solution lay in science. "Science was busy clearing 
up the universe. There was no place in this exquisitely logical universe 
for the terrors of darkness. There was darkness, of course, but it was just 
darkness, the absence of light.... God might have been a help but we had 
thrown Him out . . . (ibid., pp. I79-I80). To the mature Golding, of 
course, science too ceases to provide the answer (ibid., p. 13I).I 

With the triumph of the Lord of the flies, the darkness in man's 
heart, Ralph weeps for the end of innocence. But the final, most devastating, 
most ironic note has yet to be sounded. For at the very moment when 
Ralph thinks he is saved, when all the children are saved, by the appearance 
of adults on the island, we know that he and they are not really saved. For 
the man who heads the adults who have come to rescue them is a naval 
officer, also a leader of hunters; and the ship to which he will take them 
is a battle cruiser, which cannot carry them back to the safe shore (England), 
since that shore is now in ruins, but will itself soon be engaged in a hunt 
for the enemy-man-in the same implacable way as Jack and his deranged 
followers hunted Ralph. The boys move not from one evil to another evil, 
but from one aspect or level to another of the same evil; they go from the 
Lord of the flies writ small to the Lord of the flies writ large. For power 
based on the authority of force has been supplanted not by a different prin- 
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ciple of authority, but only by another, though greater, power based also on 
the authority of force. And who, or what, will control this greater power? 

So the moral remains the same: when all else fails, clubs are trumps. 
And all else must fail. 

S o, at least, Golding would have it appear. But is this 
really so? Has Golding proved his case? 

His case, let it be recalled, is that evil in innate in man; that even 
the most suitable environmental conditions, unmarred by all the customary 
factors that have distracted and corrupted men in the past, will not suffice 
to overcome man's capacity for greed, his innate cruelty and selfishness; 
and that those, therefore, who look to political and social systems detached 
from this real nature of man are the victims of a terrible, because self- 
destructive, illusion. His method is to create a civilization out of innocence, 
to detach a group of the best of our very young and to put them into 
a state of nature, there to found a civil society on such principles of 
decency as seem to them appropriate, and to follow with a close and care- 
ful eye their inevitable course of destruction. His evidences are the events 
that constituted that course. 

Now a novelist is not a historian; much less so is the author of a 
myth or fable.* We cannot submit his work, therefore, to the standards 
and tests of historical or anthropological research. (For this reason I omit 
from consideration here what would otherwise be, I think, a telling criti- 
cism of Golding's argument: namely, that evil inheres not simply in man 
but also in collectivities; institutions, and social forces.) But we can judge 
him by his own method and evidences. And here, while I do not doubt 
that Golding has called our attention to a profound but partial truth, to 
what he has strikingly and properly called "the terrible disease of being 
human," I would contend that-precisely because he has built on but 
a partial truth-he has fallen short, far short, of establishing his case. 

For what Golding has forgotten is that a state of nature is not neces- 
sarily a state of political and moral innocence. The boys who inhabited the 
island did not spring up full-blown, as did Athena from Zeus's head. They 
were the carefully chosen products of an already established middle-class 
society. They were socialized in, and were a partial microcosm of, twentieth 
century English (or Western) civilization; and they had brought that civili- 
zation, or what fragments of it they could remember, with them. Hence 
the values they possessed, the attitudes they displayed, the arrangements they 

*Cf. the perccptivc essay by John Peter, "The Fables of William Golding," Kenyon 
Review, XIX (I957), 577-592: reprinted in part in Baker and Ziegler, op. cit., pp. 
229-234. 
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established, and the practices in which they engaged, were all in some 
degree or other a reflection of the world into which they had been born 
and within which they had been educated and fashioned. 

Jack and the choirboys, for example, had brought with them a system 
of order based on authoritarianism, and had been habituated to the 
wearing of masks (their uniforms) which set them apart, and enabled 
them to act differently from other men. Piggy brought his spectacles, 
an artificial aid provided by the civil society in which he had lived; and 
so conditioned had he been by that society that with those spectacles he 
saw precisely those democratic and middle-class values that that society 
esteemed, he appealed repeatedly to science and to what grown-ups would 
think. Maurice, who in his other life "had received chastisement for filling 
a younger eye with sand," now, despite the absence of a parent who might 
let fall a heavy hand, felt the unease of wrong-doing when he committed 
the same act, and hurried away. Even Roger, around whom the hangman's 
horror was later to cling, was initially bound by the taboos of the old life. 
He had gathered a handful of stones to throw at a smaller child. "Yet 
there was a space round Henry, perhaps six yards in diameter, into which 
he dare not throw.... Round the squatting child was the protection of 
parents and school and policemen and the law. Roger's arm was conditioned 
by a civilization that knew nothing of him and was in ruins." 

Hence we still don't know, any more than we know from the story of 
Robinson Crusoe, what man, innocent, naked, non-socialized man is really 
like. We still don't know what is innate and what is environmentally con- 
ditioned in man. Nor can we ever hope to attain this sort of knowledge; 
for the individual apart from society is an inconceivable thing-he is always, 
no matter how peculiar or unique a person, still a social animal. And if it be 
said, despite this, that all societies are evil, or that there is evil in all 
societies, which means that men however created or evolved are necessarily 
the source of that evil, it is still not shown what in man or in his cir- 
cumstances produces that evil, or why, and whether this is irredeemable. 

Golding's truth, if truth it be, is thus true only for his English 
schoolboys, and those of like circumstances. It is not necessarily true of 
the products of other cultures and civilizations, or of other times. 

his point merits pursuit. If Golding is right, if "the 
shape of a society must depend on the ethical nature of the individual," and 
if that nature is innately evil, then every society must be rooted in naked 
or arbitrary force; every society must be evil; every society must be, in this 
sense, the same. 

But every society is not the same. Horrors and indecencies abide, to be 
sure, in every society; but the horrors and indecencies that Golding en- 
countered in the concentration camps of Nazi Germany were outrages 
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of a different degree, perhaps of a different order, than those to be found 
in some other states. Does this not suggest that the problem of human 
bestiality is more complex, more factor-bound, than the single-factor ex- 
planation Golding makes it out to be? That the customs and traditions of 
a people, their ethical precepts and practices socialized through education 
and over time, even perhaps their social and political arrangements, 
make a difference? 

Plato's Socrates was clearly wrong in looking only to the rule of good 
men, on the ground that such men, precisely because they were good, 
would act virtuously and need not therefore be restrained by laws. Good 
men will not always be at the helm, and in any case they are not likely to 
remain good very long; they too are subject to the temptations and corrosive 
effects of power. Hamilton and Madison, influenced by Hobbes and Hume, 
did not make that mistake; but by leaping to the other extreme they made 
a mistake of their own. With Golding, they seized on a partial truth and 
extended it to a universal falsehood. Thus Hamilton, following Hume, 
argued that is must be accounted a maxim 

that, in contniving any system of government, and fixing the several 
checks and controls of the constitution, every man ought to be supposed 
a knave; and to have no other end, in all his actions, but private inter- 
est. By this interest we must govern him; and, by means of it, make 
him co-operate to public good, notwithstanding his insatiable avarice 
and ambition. Without this, we shall in vain boast of the advantages of 
any constitution. 

Similarly, Madison in The Federalist (Number 5I) argued that 

Ambition must be made to counteract ambition. . . . It may be a 
reflection on human nature, that such devices should be necessary to 
control the abuses of government. But what is government itself, but 
the greatest of all reflections on human nature? If men were angels, 
no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, 
neither external nor internal controls on government would be neces- 
sary. In framing a government which is to be administered by men 
over men, the great difficulty lies in this: you must first enable the 
government to control the governed; and in the next place oblige it 
to control itself. A dependence on the people is, no doubt, the primary 
control on the government; but experience has taught mankind the 
necessity of auxiliary precautions. 

Whether the auxiliary precautions devised by the framers of the 
American Constitution have in fact been the best, have in fact been 
adequate to curb the injustices that men have tolerated or indeed have visited 
upon other men, is not here at issue. Clearly, they have left all too much 
undone. What is crucial, however, is not Hume's statement that all men 
must be considered knaves, which they are not, but the perception by 
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Hamilton and Madison that many are in fact so and others might well be- 
come so; hence it behooves us to build our political arrangements with a 
careful regard to this danger, with a view to preventing, so far as we can, 
some at least of the consequences that readily flow from "the terrible 
disease of being human"; and that they may well have succeeded in miti- 
gating those dangers. It would be foolhardy for contemporary man not to 
go on from there, as have Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill and a host 
of other theorists. 

Now Golding has himself admitted that intelligence and historical 
knowledge are of supreme importance and relevance in meeting this prob- 
lem. It is, he has said, in "that attempt to see how things have become 
what they are, where they went wrong, and where right, that our only hope 
lies of having some control over our own future. [The Hot Gates, p. 89.] 
If this is so, if there is some hope of controlling our future, then the hy- 
pothesis of innate evil is but partly right, and therefore partly wrong. It 
cannot by itself explain the governance of mankind. 

he matter cannot rest here. Every society does indeed, in 
some measure at least, rest on force. We may appeal to God, even claim 
(as we now officially do) that this is a nation "under God." We may invoke 
the sanction of justice, even claim (as we officially do) that we provide 
"liberty and justice for all." We may rely on consent, even claim (as we 
regularly do) that our governors are chosen by the freely recorded and con- 
tinuing consent of the people, through elections, and that they derive "their 
just powers from the consent of the governed." But we, along with every 
other so-called civilized nation, nonetheless maintain an army and police 
force. Without them, or so it is believed, the state cannot survive, or do the 
job it purports to do. Without them, or so it is believed, we cannot resist the 
will of greater powers or impress our will on those with lesser force. 

Yet it remains true that while a people may do many things with 
bayonets, they cannot sit on them. Force alone is not enough: it neither 
unites the nation that employs it, nor sustains the nation that is formed after 
its use, nor controls a people that has been subjugated by it. It is, in any 
case, a base principle, and wholly irrelevant to right; no just man would be 
content to be hammer, just as he would not be content to be anvil. 

We are caught, then, in a pathetic dilemma: we cannot seem to do 
without force, and in this respect every society runs the risk of being 
oppressive; but we cannot do without justice, and in this respect force be- 
comes not an end but a means, an instrument in the service of right. But the 
use of violent means tends always to corrupt the user and may well distort, 
and render unattainable, the desired end. Suppression even in the service 
of right is still suppression, and that, if not wrong, is but painfully 
right. 
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So we seem to be back where we began. There is power, and there is 
authority; and how to bring them together in the name of justice-whether 
of reason, revelation, or consent-may well exceed, if not the imagination, 
at least the practical capacities of mortal man. This, too, may be a part of 
the terrible disease of being human. 

However, what is perhaps more astonishing is not that there is so much 
evil in the world but that there is a measure of good; not that there is so 
much violence but, occasionally, a period or a place that knows a degree 
of amity and peace; not that there is so much selfishness and greed but, 
from time to time, a touch of altruism-and it matters not here whether 
this is called enlightened self-interest or sacrifice-and decency. It is neces- 
sary, here as everywhere, to draw distinctions. There are differences of kind 
as well as of intensity among evils, and among societies in which evils 
abound. It is undeniably true, for example, that racial and ethnic minorities 
are basely and unjustly treated in this country; but to label this a greater 
evil than Hitler's policies of genocide and war is to manifest nothing less 
than moral blindness. It is also true that in our social and political arrange- 
ments and practices we are far from realizing our avowed democratic 
ideals; but to confuse this dreadful failure with the worst practices of 
totalitarian or repressive systems is hardly an expression of responsible 
judgment. 

This is not to excuse evils, or fatuously explain them away. It is 
merely to say that while no human society is completely without evil, the 
fact that there are differences in the levels of evil among societies indicates 
that factors other than "man" or "evil in man" play an important role. 
They make a real difference in the quality of human existence. They war- 
rant the hope, expressed by prophets and democratic thinkers, that in prin- 
ciple an ideally good society may be approximated if not attained. 

Some societies, some political and social systems, are in fact less vile 
than others. The evil that is common to them all cannot causally account 
for that which distinguishes them from each other. 
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